Introduction:: Border Research in a  Global Perspective by Franke, Steffi
Introduction: 
Border Research in a 
Global Perspective
Steffi Franke
If one describes the 20th century as the era of the nation state1 one at the same time 
would consequently have to call it the »century of borders«, as these two forms of or-
dering space are intimately bound to each other. The nation state regime of territorial-
ity2 seems to be put under pressure by processes which are summarized under the term 
»globalization« in recent debates. As a result the concept of borders as we knew it from 
the nation state era becomes debatable as well. One could portray the 20th century as 
marked by border-making. What we can observe as well is that the 21st century started 
with a great euphoria of abolishing borders. Admittedly this is a prominent European 
discourse, focussing on the dismantling of the Iron Curtain with the Berlin wall as its 
most famous symbol, which is now increasingly called into question as the enlargement 
of the European Union paradoxically yields new borders across the continent, this time 
made out of paper and linked to the keyword »Schengen«.
When departing from this Eurocentric perspective a pluralism of global border discours-
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Among others, the Chinese-Indian border dispute is awaiting a solution for decades, 
in North Africa European patterns of territoriality are under discussion as part of the 
colonial heritage and of the colonial difference, the discourse on a regional identity is 
underway in the Mediterranean as well as intra-regional highly explosive border conflicts 
in the Near East and the inter-regional confrontation with the EU border regime form 
part of the unsolved questions in that region. The U.S.-Mexican border regime increas-
ingly parallels Cold War models, as well as the geopolitical role of the Latin American 
continent and the Carribean is re-entering the discussion.
The definition and the mechanisms of borders cannot any longer be elaborated in the 
limited language of nation state territoriality, as a result of which homogeneous politi-
cal and cultural spaces are supposed to be evolving. This monolithic view is unsettled 
since transnational phenomena such as terrorism, the spread of diseases and ecologi-
cal disasters as well as cultural and economic networks exert their influence and obtain 
their resources only partly within national territorial frames, instead they are to a great 
extent genuine phenomena which put traditional regimes of territoriality under pressure 
and open up new spaces which are not consistent with the nation state pattern. These 
constellations challenge actors and institutions to find innovative solutions. To mention 
only a few, the EU develops a new migration and border regime, which de-territorializes 
and externalizes the external border of the Union, elements of which are the creation of 
a frontier littered with detention centres, the establishment of a legal framework includ-
ing readmission agreements and the definition of safe third countries. The USA, as the 
country where the idea of the »frontier« was born,3 now constructs elaborated border 
fortifications, simultaneously serving as an instrument of preventing migrants from the 
South from entering the country as well as a symbol in the discourse on threat and secu-
rity which has evolved at least since 9 / 11. The Chinese-Indian border conflict which has 
been »hot« for decades now enters a fragile phase of negotiation. North African actors 
are testing and modifying European models to solve their specific problems of ordering 
and mapping the political space.
Those processes and the patterns behind can only be analysed and explained when seen 
from a transnational and global point of view. Thus the volume brings together scholars 
from various disciplines and world regions to start the quest for conceptual and empiri-
cal answers to the questions that arise from the shift of regimes of territoriality including 
border regimes.
Research Debates
Social science and historiography put borders – their formation, their changing func-
tions, their effects on the inside and outside of the defined territory as well on the people 
living at the border – at the top of their research agendas a few decades ago.4 The 1980s 
3	 F.	J.	Turner,	The	Frontier	in	American	History,	New	York	920.
4	 To	mention	only	a	few:	M.	Anderson,	Frontiers.	Territory	and	state	formation	in	the	modern	world,	Cambridge	
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saw a considerable revival of border studies world wide, after World War II and the 
profound criticism of geopolitical thinking have efficiently discredited this research field 
until the 1970s. Geographers, historians and social scientists since that time have taken 
issue with the concept of bordering which was elaborated as a counter argument to the 
traditional geopolitically framed border research, that focused especially on geographical, 
physical and political outcomes of border demarcations. In contrast bordering refers to 
the multi-dimensional process of the formation of borders, in which a multitude of actors 
on different levels and in changing contexts is taking part and which is more than the 
sum of demarcations and fortifications of borders.
In the 1990s border researchers felt especially attracted by cross-border processes, pre-
cisely cross-border co-operation, inspired by the intra-European development of Euro-
regions.5 The border narrative linked to it highlighted borders as spaces of opportunities, 
in which co-operation and conciliation could be practised, in this sense serving as role 
models to be applied in a wider context. During the last 15 years, prompted and fueled 
by scientific and public debates under the rubric of »globalization«, the interest was 
directed to processes of territorialization. Globalization, at the beginning mostly under-
stood as de-territorialization, leads, it was argued, to a borderless world. Another strand 
of studies at the same time investigated the nexus between the formation of borders and 
the evolution of collective identities.
997;	 A.	 Asiwaju,	 Boundaries	 and	 African	 Intergration,	 Lagos	 2003;	 G.	 Blake	/	R.	 Schofield	 (eds),	 Boundaries	
and	State	Territory	 in	 the	Middle	East	and	North	Africa,	Wisbech	987;	B.	Breysach	/	A.	Paszek	/	A.	Tölle,	 (eds),	
























5	 See	among	others	 J.	Anderson	/	L.	O’Dowd	/	T.	Wilson,	Why	study	borders	now?	New	borders	 for	a	changing	
Europe:	 cross	 border	 cooperation	 and	 governance,	 in:	 Regional	 and	 Federal	 Studies,	 2	 (2002),	 pp.	–3;	 M	
Perkman	/	N.-L.	Sum	(eds),	Globalization,	regionalization	and	cross-border	regions,	London	2002.	Detailed	stu-
dies	have	been	numerously	produced	on	each	specific	Euroregion.
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Open questions
Indeed, currently the most impressive conceptual as well as methodological challenge 
for border research is the growing public and scientific interest for processes which are 
described as globalization and transnationalization. In the meantime the popular story 
that presents globalization as the omnipresent dissolution of borders, states and localities 
has been increasingly come under fire.6 This narrative, it is argued, ignores the limits and 
fissures of this process – linked to specific constellations of power – as well as it neglects 
its historical dimensions and the inherent imbalances of global development. It does 
nothing more than to extend global connectivity aback or to simply contrast different 
historical epochs thus losing sight of the specificity of concrete historical moments.
Instead, as topical contributions underline, globalization – if not disqualified at all as 
another popular narrative far from being an useful analytical category7 – should be con-
ceptualized as interwoven, overlapping processes of de- and re-territorialization, with 
spaces and places preserving their relevance.8 A historical perspective on these backs 
and forths could shed light on the interlinkages of the formation of spaces and specific 
constellations of power, taking into account the moments of their emergence and of 
their transformation in contexts of global crises.9 Different regimes of territoriality are 
constantly overlapping, and this also means that the nation state was neither so domi-
nant until the 1960s as it is often claimed nor does it simply erode under the pressure 
of globalization.10 Globalization processes are not simply self-generative and aiming at 
the same teleological end of history but are actively produced by specific actors in vary-
ing temporal and spatial frames with manifest interests but with different potentials and 
limits to enforce them.11
Since the analysis of regimes of territoriality is closely linked to the respective peculiar 
formation of border regimes this perspective has sincere ramifications for border research 
and thus is also translated into its approaches and debates. Consequently the simplistic 
hypothesis of a general dissolution of borders and of the fading significance of localities 
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tions of space« and »processes of re-territorialization shaped by specific constellations of 
power«.13 
Tentative answers
Current research debates are centering around the problem how this dialectic of re- and 
de-territorialization can methodologically be tackled and plausibly be interpreted. The 
ideology of a borderless world provokes profound doubts and is accused of masking 
powerful interests and effective imbalances of development that have to be made trans-
parent to develop sensible explanatory frameworks. 14 Others presume that structural but 
especially borders as spatial phenomena are increasingly rendered irrelevant, but return 
as symbolic boundaries.15 Not only in reference to intra-European processes this is being 
pondered on16 but also for other world regions multiple processes changing the mean-
ings and functions of border regimes are being described and investigated.17
A recent proposal to describe and systematize the development of borders in the con-
text of globalization has been made by Stefan Kaufmann.18 According to him border 
functions and mechanisms are on the one hand increasingly expanded into regions far 
from the actually bordered units. Security risks and costs of border protection are being 
externalized. As a consequence frontiers as buffer areas are created, which differ from the 
common concepts of borders as lines. This is what happens as a result of the EU Neigh-
bourhood and migration policy, but also what is induced by the border policy of the 
U.S. which not only targets at the Mexican Northern but also at the Southern border.19 
On the other hand borders are tightened by an intensified rearmament and militariza-
tion of border police functions. Time has passed when border controls were restricted 
to selections on border crossing checkpoints, now surveillance and control are expanded 
and diffused all over the border area, with sensitive detection, sensor and surveillance 
technologies as well as walls and fences permitting for continuous monitoring.20 And 
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with its institutional functions. Mechanisms of control and selection are integrated into 
internal – or Homeland – security issues. Not necessarily referring to specific events and 
suspicions junctions are monitored and policed,21 control thus becomes omnipresents 
and less calculable.
To look at borders either as barriers or bridges no longer produces satisfying answers to 
the questions of the day. Neither their condemnation as cost-intensive, artificial forma-
tions nor their rehabilitation as indispensable prerequisites for statehood and collective 
identities seems to be promising.22 According to Pierre Hassner border regimes more and 
more tend to be akin to formations of empires, commonwealths or nomadic societies by 
becoming less fixed and less marked.23 This new flexibility of »post-nation state«24 border 
regimes social science border theory has to take into account and thus pay tribute to 
their – at least – dual quality, getting rid of notions of borders as lines, replacing this by 
the concept of borders as institutions, in which actors play a decisive role.25
In the context of this younger debate on the »permanent fluidity of borders«26 conside-
rations about other regimes of territoriality which can be described as dominant before 
the rise of the nation state come into play – specifically empires and their frontiers. Ar-
guments dealing with these concepts have been scientifically given a boost by the insight 
firstly that the nation state must be confined to a specific historical period27 and that 
secondly the imperial regime of territoriality exhibits features which seem to return in a 
modified shape in the so-called age of globalization.28 In a wider sense the popularity of 
empires, their return as powerful concepts to describe world order29 reflects – differing 
from case to case – not only nostalgias evoking a glorious past but also the lack of plau-
sible categories in which to describe the transnational qualities of today’s global system 
as well as the need to find persuasive terms which re-concile apparently paradox interests 
and developments: the global and the local, hegemony and failure, transfers and res-
2	 Ibid.	pp.	53	et	sqq.
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trictions, humanitarian projects and military intervention, cultural dominance and the 
resistance to it. 
Frontiers play an important role in the scientific debate about empires, since frontiers 
are crucial for the metropole.30 Contrary to a nation state border, frontiers are portrayed 
as zones where cultural, political and social concepts of different actors clash. The term 
was most prominently introduced into the discussion by the U.S.-American historian 
Frederick Jackson Turner,31 who describes it as the dynamic outer edge of an expansive 
movement, in which civilizational concepts are clashing, a clash that reverberates in the 
internal self-descriptions, the frontier thus always forming part of the national myth. 
The revival of frontiers as civilizational boundaries Charles Maier has recently underlined 
concluding that e. g. for the EU borders will become relevant in this specific sense again: 
»Schengen has the old function of controlling the access of barbarians […].«32 A similar 
argument was made by Andrea Komlosy comparing the Habsburg monarchy and the 
EU, demonstrating that for both territorial consolidation and expansion went hand in 
hand, liberalization in the interior was and is again bound to the fortification of the 
external border and a system of mobility control.33 
Making sense of a shifting world order
The scientific description of borders, one could say the border narratives34 in historiogra-
phy and social science, are in any case linked to specific scenarios of the respective inter-
nal and global development. Borders are not simply there, they are performed, narrated 
and described as such – in science as well as in society and politics – and are furnished 
with peculiar qualities. The changing narratives of borders correspond to interests which 
can be re-constructed. One could guess, e. g., that the recent popular description of bor-
ders as frontiers, as zones of security, relates to scenarios, which describe threats as omni-
present and de-territorialized.35 To define a zone of defense in this sense thus justifies the 
extension of control and police functions beyond the narrow border area which responds 
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security industries. On the other hand the narrative of borders as areas rather than lines 
can be linked to a cosmopolitan discourse on a peaceful and democratic world society.
Thus the term frontier reveals what is an aspect of other border concepts as well: It is be-
ing used as a metaphor, as a specific narrative about the formation and function of border 
regimes, simultaneously referring to peculiar scenarios of world order and the nature 
of territory. But it also reflects the contradictory »spatialities and temporalities of the 
global«36 – since borders are becoming less evident and visible as clear-cut lines in what 
has been given the name globalization but still are obviously not loosing their functions 
as institutions which order territories, societies and individuals the term is tested as one 
answer to the conceptual and methodological question arising from this.
* * *
These challenges are what this Comparativ issue is confronted with. Establishing a dia-
logue not only between scholars dealing with different world regions but also bound to 
different disciplinary fields is part of its strategy to cope with the problems described 
above. 
For a start in their contribution Steffen Mau, Sonja Wrobel, Jan Hendrik Kamlage and 
Till Kathmann discuss two of the most prominent contradictory hypotheses in globaliza-
tion research which already have been indicated above: the erosion of state control about 
borders and cross-border traffic versus the assertion that the nation state continues to 
dominate the implementation and control of border regimes. Neither of these assump-
tions, they argue, sufficiently explains the complex setting to be observed. Drawing from 
studies on cross-border mobility they conclude that it is not a mere deterioration of the 
nation state’s relevance for the formation of border regimes, but a differentiation of forms 
and contents of them, indeed in specific cases taking a transnational shape. 
From a different angle Eva-Maria Stolberg and Ilkka Liikanen investigate overlapping re-
gimes of territoriality and specific forms of the interactive production of border regimes 
and border societies in Eastern and Northern Europe. In her contribution Eva-Maria 
Stolberg examines the formation of the Russian frontier in Siberia, the Caucasus and 
Central Asia since the 18th century. She reads the Russian expansion towards the East 
and the South in the context of the history of European colonialism and demonstrates 
the historical variability of the formation of borders, which has to be understood as 
resulting from interactions in the frontier zones. On the one hand Russia’s expansion to 
the East blurred the distinction between Asia and Europe, on the other hand it gener-
ated Russian frontier discourses pretending the confrontation between civilization and 
wilderness. This was challenged by cultural encounters with the nomads of the steppe 
who resisted Russian efforts of homogenization and regulation of the borderlands. Ilkka 
Liikanen investigates the overlapping territorialities in the Finnish-Russian border re-
gion, taking into account the historical interconnections, ruptures and clashes of differ-
36	 S.	Sassen,	Spatialities	and	temporalities	of	the	global	(note	6).
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ent conceptualizations of region and nation building projects in that particular area and 
tracing their effects on contemporary EU politics of regionalization and Europeaniza-
tion. He argues as well, that the intermediate level plays a pivotal role in the formation 
of the border regime with wider ramifications for more general European and national 
identity politics. His study chooses Karelia as a region which serves as an excellent exam-
ple of overlapping regimes of territoriality, varying over time but continuously interwo-
ven and re-negotiated.
Two elaborated studies on recent border narratives are presented by Heather Nicol for 
the North American case and by Olivier Kramsch and Chiara Brambilla for West Africa. 
Heather Nicol analyzes recent popular geopolitical discourses on the U.S. boundaries 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union and in particular in the post-9 / 11 era. She shows 
how older border images and discourses are constantly re-interpreted and re-invented, as 
well as adapted to new imaginations of a changing world order. The popular discourse on 
where »America« ends, which geopolitical priority must be given to which international 
U.S. boundaries and how these borders have to be qualified, is, as she argues, on the 
one hand closely linked to the understanding of U.S. hegemony in a globalized world, 
and, on the other hand, has to be interpreted in a wider context of North American and 
global security discourses. Olivier Kramsch and Chiara Brambilla examine the role of 
European border discourses and practises as models for inner-African debates. They draw 
on considerations in postcolonial scholarship, especially dealing with Walter Mignolo’s 
term of »exteriority«. Their case study of a West-African cross-border co-operation initia-
tive impressively reveals the complex and paradox reinterpretation of colonial differences 
in African border discourses, not simply ending up with an imitation of European pat-
terns but resting on a constant re-negotiation and adaptation of these standards in the 
local context. The transformative potential of these processes for the emergence of new 
regimes of territoriality can only be understood in a broader context of the Euro-African 
imperial and colonial past.
The authors share a reserve against simplicistic either-or interpretations prominent in 
much of globalization research. Demonstrating the peculiar overlaps and interconnec-
tions of territorial scales, strategies and narratives in the formation of border regimes in 
a broad historical and global scope the articles support a differentiated view on proc-
esses of de- and re-territorialization in a world marked by increasing interconnectivity 
and interdependence. The volume thus brings together answers to the specific questions 
discussed above: the changing patterns of nation state territoriality, the peculiar problem 
of frontiers and the analysis of border narratives as a new perspective in border research. 
